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In his New York Times best-selling book, The Body Keeps Score, Dr. Bessel van der Kolk 

explains that alexithymia is the inability to process, identify, express, and articulate one’s 

feelings. In specific instances, individuals facing this phenomenon might find themselves 

incapable of connecting their physical sensations with their internal emotions.1 According 

to research, alexithymia also frequently co-occurs with other disorders. Van der Kolk 

then goes on to explain at length the various reasons for the phenomenon of being out 

of touch with feelings, though none that can pinpoint the exact causes. He proposes, 

nevertheless, that “people with alexithymia can get better only by learning to recognize 

between their physical sensations and their emotions.” In other words, they need to learn 

the vocabulary, the connotations, denotations, and associations that bridge how they feel 

physically with how they feel emotionally.

The year 2020 has been an internationally catastrophic period: the global economy 

crashed, many parts of the world were literally in flames, geopolitical tensions were 

running high, and human health was under attack by a fast-spreading pandemic. Very few 

countries were able to act quickly enough to shelter themselves from the disastrous and 

long reverberating effects of the virus. Most countries continue to deal with its aftermath; 

many acknowledged the virus’ presence yet were slow to address the broader systemic 

issues, such as racism, discrimination, capitalism, and exploitation, that the virus brought 

back into the spotlight. The collective trauma felt across the planet had not only been 

highlighted, but further emphasized and propelled by the media. Everyday we tuned in to 

a new low.

In trying to have a better grasp of the situation, many researchers and scientists have 

alluded to the Anthropocene in the past decade to illuminate and describe the on-going, 

often devastating changes of the planet caused by human intervention and activity.2 

Unfortunately, I find this term to be both far too vague and broad. It neither pinpoints 

the exact set of actions or circumstances that have contributed to our current reality, nor 

captures the emotions related to these significant geological and ecological shifts. It also 

avoids responding to the larger social issues of racism, classism, ableism, and so forth.



So why settle for this explanation? Could it be that it’s because 2020 has simply been too 

bewildering and layered in complexities to define? The parallels that can be drawn from 

alexithymia as the inability to register what is happening around us (macro) to with what’s 

happening within us (micro), especially when going through deep trauma, bear eye-

opening similarities to how we might struggle to respond to the past year. And, to draw 

this likeness even further, almost as if rather than processing and bringing attention to all 

of this fear, it’s easier to look at it as a rational problem that can be tackled through group 

effort spearheaded by politicians and activists.

And so, it is also in the need to speak of and about the trauma of this year as a set of 

experiences that we can begin, as van der Kolk suggests, to move forward. However, we 

must proceed cautiously: it is dangerous to conflate collective trauma with individual 

trauma. It would be naive to assume that everyone feels the same emotions despite 

comparable situations, just as it would be naive to say that this global situation is easy to 

describe. But perhaps it is here that the visual arts can serve a greater purpose. 

At the risk of appropriating theory, I would like to borrow German art historian Wilhelm 

Worringer’s notion of the urge to abstraction that he defines as “the outcome of a great 

inner unrest inspired in man by the phenomena of the outside world.”3 Yet instead of 

focusing on style, I would like to place emphasis on this ‘inner unrest’ and the parallel that 

can be drawn in regard to art-making during these incredibly fraught times. For Worringer, 

the concept of art is psychologically motivated by ‘psychic need’ and the urge to fulfill this 

need.4 Pushing forward that need is ‘artistic volition,’ a term borrowed from Austrian art 

historian Alois Reigl, which is the “latent demand which exists per se, entirely independent 

of the object and of the mode of creation, and behaves as the will to form”.5 Together, 

‘psychic need’ and ‘artistic volition’ demonstrated that the will to abstraction was an 

expression of the dread mankind felt in the face of the world he inhabited.6

I argue that the art created in this particular moment of global trauma and anxiety — 

this unique and historical phenomena of the outside world — that we are currently 

experiencing bears the same fundamentals that Worringer spoke about, with the 

exception of abstraction, specifically. Whereby Worringer talks about finding refuge and 

tranquility by rendering and approximating the form of objects to their absolute value 

(i.e. geometric abstraction), I put forth the proposition that such deliverance from the 



seemingly arbitrary chaos of the world is found in expressions and depictions — in any style 

— of things commonly shared. 

Going back to ‘psychological motivation’ and ‘artistic volition,’ art is rooted in the 

fundamental and untapped urgency to create in order to satiate this urgency. Such 

drive could be said, even, to precede identifying and articulating feelings. If so, the act of 

creating becomes the processing of thoughts, sensations, and emotions. Perhaps, then, 

art (inadvertently) truly becomes the means with which people communicate when words 

fail. It is the visual language that universally grounds and connects people together rather 

than the verbal one. 

With this in mind — the conscientious effort to respect individuality whilst also trying to 

build a common red thread — we commissioned eleven new artworks from Workman 

Arts’ artist members Apanaki Temitayo M, Mei Chan-Long, Jenny Chen, claro cosco, 

Heather Fulton, Eduardo Hatch, Rick Miller, David Salazar, Laura Shintani, V Vallières, 

and claude wittmann. We have asked each artist to respond, in their own “words’’ their 

unique experience of this unprecedented global situation. Some artists such as Apanaki, 

Chan-Long, Hatch and Miller have taken a more figurative approach, depicting figures 

at the threshold of a kind of emotional emancipation; while others like cosco, Fulton, 

Shintani, and Vallières propose a (re)interpretation of the rules and regulations that were 

implemented by the government throughout 2020. Lastly, performance artist wittmann 

organizes a live housing forum, catalyzed by his own housing precarity and the desperate 

need for housing rights. Each artist has revealed what this traumatic year has meant to 

them beyond the ways that it has been described. And, referring back to Worringer, it 

could be said that it is this ‘inner unrest,’ heightened by the insecurity of these times, that 

has driven forth these artistic creations.

The translation back to the visual proves to be uniquely humbling, particularly during this 

rather dark period, for the artists as well as the viewers. What was and is being asked from 

both sides is vulnerability — to put aside the judgement and ego, to lay oneself bare, and to 

connect to the fundamental emotions that come about from this global moment, whether 

they be about despair and fear or hope and gratitude. Conversely, there is also the idea 

of translation into something new. Equally affected by the current reality, the Workman 

Arts team and I wanted to pursue the radical opposite: experimentation. With that, we 



embarked on creating Being Scene’s inaugural online exhibition, closely collaborating 

with web design company, Co-Effect, and independent director, Lulu Wei, to provide 

alternative forms of engagement between the artists and the public.

If it has not been made clear, Being Scene 2021 is in itself a contradiction: it is not a show 

about COVID-19, and yet, at the same time, it very much is. On the one hand, making a 

show that only spoke of the virus felt too reactionary; on the other it seemed irresponsible 

to avoid the topic altogether, especially given the fact that the exhibition opened exactly 

one year after the virus was declared a global pandemic by the World Health Organization. 

So then what is this exhibition exactly about, you might ask, and why now? Well, it is a show 

about change; about translation; about adaptability and experimentation; and, above all, 

about art and its greater purpose. 

Endnotes
1 Bessel van der Kolk, “Losing Your Body, Losing Your Self,” in The Body Keeps Score (New 

York: Penguin Random House, 2014), 100-101.  

2 John Vidal, “‘Tip of the iceberg’: is our destruction of nature responsible for Covid-19?,” 

The Guardian, March 18, 2020, accessed February 1st, 2021, https://www.theguardian.

com/environment/2020/mar/18/tip-of-the-iceberg-

is-our-destruction-of-nature-responsible-for-covid-19-aoe

3 Wilhelm Worringer, “Theoretical Section,” in Abstraction and Empathy, trans. Michael 

Bullock (Chicago: Elephant Paperbacks, 1997), 15.

4 Ibid, 12.

5 Ibid, 9.

6 Hilton Kramer, introduction to Abstraction and Empathy, trans. Michael Bullock 

(Chicago: Elephant Paperbacks, 1997), xi.

WORKMANARTS.COM


